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Chilean authorities report a dramatic increase in the number of vehicles registered in the country
during the past four years. Given huge problems with air pollution in Santiago which shares the
dubious distinction with Sao Paulo (Brazil) and Mexico City as one of the most polluted urban
centers in the world the rapid increase in the number of vehicles in circulation is cause for alarm.
According to the office of motor vehicle registration, the number of vehicles in Chile has increased
by 500,000 in the last four years, bringing the total number of vehicles registered in the country to
1,740,488. The total is expected to reach two million by the end of 1994. The annual rate of increase
of the number of registered vehicles has ranged between 20% and 28% since 1990. By type of
vehicle, the country currently has 1.03 million passenger cars; 403,800 vans; 126,700 trucks; 81,000
motorcycles; and 49,000 buses. The total averages out to about one vehicle per 7.7 inhabitants in this
country of 13.6 million. Over the past few years, imports of vehicles have averaged between 100,000
and 110,000 per year, representing annual outlays of about US$1.1 billion and accounting for roughly
10% of all imports.
Chile's low import tariff on automobiles has resulted in relatively low prices for imported new
cars. Berta Belmar, director of the department of motor vehicle registration, said that in addition to
causing serious pollution problems, the alarming increase in the number of vehicles in circulation
has also created major traffic congestion problems, especially in Santiago, a city of 4.5 million,
backed up against the Andes mountains. Ironically, the smog that concerns residents and
environmentalists has, in turn, been one of the factors fueling increased automobile sales.
During periods of heavy air contamination, usually during Chile's winter months, each day 20% of
Santiago's passenger cars are required to remain out of circulation. The restrictions are based on
license plate numbers. To circumvent the measure, families with sufficient economic means have
bought a second car so that one will always be available. There has also been an increase in sales
of automobiles with catalytic converters. These cars can use unleaded gasoline, and are therefore
exempt from the circulation restrictions.
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